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The Coroner's Legal Duty

Why Idaho Code 19-4301 governs when an investigation must 
occur

Reportable Deaths

The ten statutory categories a coroner must investigate

The Investigation Process

From notification through cause-and-manner determination

Community & Public Safety Value

How the coroner's office serves counties, families, and public 
health
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What Is a Medicolegal Death Investigation?

A medicolegal death investigation is the legally mandated process by 
which the county coroner determines the cause and manner of death 
when a fatality falls outside routine physician-attended circumstances. 
It exists to protect public trust, ensure accurate vital records, and 
support the justice system.

Elected Authority

The coroner is an independent county officer with statutory jurisdiction over 
the body and the investigation.

Separate From Criminal Investigation

Law enforcement investigates the crime; the coroner investigates the death 
itself.

Operates Around the Clock

Deaths do not follow business hours — investigators respond 24/7/365.

In Idaho, this authority and duty is defined in Idaho Code § 19-
4301, Title 19, Chapter 43 — “County Coroner to Investigate 
Deaths.”
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Idaho Code § 19-4301
County Coroner to Investigate Deaths

“When a county coroner is informed that a person has died, the county coroner shall investigate that death if…”

Mandatory, Not Discretionary

The statute uses “shall” — once a qualifying death is 
reported, investigation is a legal duty, not an option.

Coordinated With Law Enforcement

Criminal investigation belongs to the sheriff or police; 
the medicolegal investigation belongs to the coroner.

Inquest Authority

Where reasonable grounds exist, the coroner may 
convene a six-person inquest jury.
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Reportable Deaths Under 19-4301(1)
Categories (a) – (c) of 10 statutory triggers

(a) Suspicious, Unknown, or Violent Deaths

Suspected homicide, suicide, or any death occurring under suspicious or unknown circumstances.

(b) Accidental Deaths or Deaths Following Injury

Any death that appears to be accidental, or that follows a traumatic injury.

(c) Controlled Substances, Chemicals & Toxic Agents

Suspected unlawful drug use, or death from use or abuse of chemicals or toxic agents.
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Reportable Deaths Under 19-4301(1)
Categories (d) – (f) of 10 statutory triggers

(d) Custody & Wards of the State

Death while incarcerated in any jail or correctional facility, or while a ward of the state.

(e) Occupational Deaths

Death by disease, injury, or toxic agent arising from or during employment.

(f) Unattended Deaths

Death outside of a physician's current care or hospice care, without medical attendance.
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Reportable Deaths Under 19-4301(1)
Categories (g) – (j) of 10 statutory triggers

(g) Unidentified Remains

Remains that are scientifically or visually unidentifiable due to skeletal or charred condition.

(h) Unresponsive ER Admissions

Unconscious, unresponsive ER admission with death within 24 hours, absent recent physician attendance (36 -hr / 30-day exceptions 
apply).

(i) & 
(j)

Public Health Threats & Child Deaths

Any death that may threaten public health, or a child's death with reasonable suspicion of no known medical cause.
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The Medicolegal Investigation Process
From notification to case closure

1. Notification

Law enforcement, hospital, or 

facility staff report the death 
to the coroner's office.

2. Scene Response

An investigator responds to 

the scene, documents 
conditions, and coordinates 

with law enforcement.

3. Evidence & 
History

Medical history, medications, 

scene evidence, and witness 
statements are gathered.

4. Examination

External exam, autopsy, or 

ancillary testing is ordered as 
the case requires.

5. Determination

Coroner certifies cause and 

manner of death; inquest 
convened if warranted.
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Scene Investigation & Chain of Custody

▪ Secure and document the scene independent of, but coordinated with, 
law enforcement

▪ Photograph and record body position, environment, and physical 
evidence

▪ Collect medications, medical devices, and relevant personal effects

▪ Interview witnesses, family, and treating providers where available

Next-of-Kin Notification

Notification is handled with compassion and professionalism, 
balancing the family's need for information against the integrity 
of an active investigation. The coroner's office serves as the 
primary point of contact for the family throughout the process 
— explaining next steps, release of remains, and how to obtain 
records.
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Determining Cause & Manner of Death

§19-4301(2)

Medicolegal Investigation Duty

When death is unattended and cause cannot be 
certified by a physician, the coroner performs 
the medicolegal death investigation; the sheriff 
or police handle any criminal investigation. 
Reports are exchanged between agencies upon 
completion.

§19-4301(3)–(4)

Inquest Authority

If reasonable grounds exist to believe the death 
falls under subsection (1), the coroner may 
convene an inquest with six qualified jurors.

§19-4301(5)

Religious Tenets Preserved

Nothing in the statute is construed to affect the 
tenets of any church or religious belief.
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How the Coroner's Office Serves the Community
Public safety, public health, and public trust

Supports Law Enforcement

Provides medicolegal findings that inform 
criminal investigations and prosecutions.

Protects Public Health

Identifies communicable disease, overdose 
trends, and environmental hazards early.

Informs Policy & Prevention

Death data drives overdose response, traffic 
safety, and suicide-prevention initiatives.

Serves Grieving Families

Delivers timely, compassionate answers and 
accurate death certificates for survivors.

Ensures Accountability

Independent, impartial investigation of in-custody 
and government-adjacent deaths.

Maintains Accurate Vital Records

Accurate cause-of-death data supports insurance, 
benefits, and legal proceedings.
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Key Takeaways

Idaho Code § 19-4301 imposes a mandatory duty on county coroners to investigate ten specific categories of death — it is not 
discretionary.

The medicolegal death investigation is distinct from, but coordinated with, criminal investigations led by law enforcement.

Investigations run 24/7/365 and require trained staff capable of independent scene response at any hour.

The coroner's office is a core public safety and public health function — protecting families, communities, and the integrity of vital 
records across every member county.
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Questions & Discussion
Thank you for your time and support of your county coroner's office.
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